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Implementing shared decision making in school-based 
management requires fundamental changes in traditional behavior. 
Initiation of restructuring systemic authority and decision-making 
arrangements requires changing deeply held beliefs and developing new 
roles and relationships. A recent survey of educational practitioners 
identified eight major barriers to change, which include: (l) fear of 
taking risks; (2) fear of losing power; (3) resistance to changing 
roles and responsibilities; (4) lack of trust; (5) lack of definition 
and clarity; (6) inadequate or inappropriate resources; (7) lack of 
skills; and (8) lack of hierarchical support. The first five are 
discussed in this first of a two-issue report; the last three are 
examined in the second issue. (LMI) 
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Eight Barriers to Changing Traditional Behavior: Part One 

Implementing shared decision making in school-based management requires fundamental changes in tra- 
ditional behavior. For a system to initiate a restructuring of its authority and decision-making arrange- 
ments, it must change deeply held beliefs and promote the development of new roles and relationships. A 
recent survey of educational practitioners conducted by Southwest Educational Development Laboratory 
has revealed eight major barriers to changing traditional behavior when initiating shared decision making. 
The following is the first of a two-issue report on the survey findings. 



Barriers to Changing Practice 

It has been suggested that the ability of 
school-based management to bring about 
enduring school improvement hinges on how 
effectively it is linked with shared decision 
making (INSIGHTS, Number 16, Dec. 1989). 
When considering the wide difference be- 
tween behaviors practiced in hierarchical or- 
ganizations and those required in participa- 
tory organizations, it becomes evident that 
implementing shared decision making re- 
quires changes in traditional attitudes and 
behaviors on the part of people throughout 
the school community. Districts choosing to 
implement these changes will encounter a va- 
riety of impediments. 

The Southwest Educational Development 
Laboratory (SEDL) conducted a survey of 
educational practitioners in 1989 to identify 
the difficulties that confront schools and dis- 
tricts when initiating shared decision mak- 
ing. Survey respondents reported a number 
of difficulties they encountered or observed 
in trying to change traditional behavior. 
Eight major barriers to changing traditional 
behavior, derived from an analysis of these 
data, are as follows: 

1. Fear of taking risks 

2. Fear of losing power 



3. Resistance to changing roles and 
responsibilities 

4. Lack of trust 

5. Lack of definition and clarity 

6. Inadequate or inappropriate re- 
sources 

7. Lack of skills 

8. Lack of hierarchical support 



Fear of Taking Risks 

Nineteen percent of the SEDL survey respon- 
dents reported a fear of risk-taking among site 
participants. Their observations tended to be 
brief and generalized descriptions of uneasi- 
ness, such as "fear of change," "apprehension," 
"fear of the unknown," and "resistance to 
change." One respondent stated, "Some people 
are resistant to change... are not risk-takers" — 
apparently assuming that fear of risk-taking 
should be an expected response to change from 
some people in any organization. Another re- 
spondent linked fear of risk-taking with the 
concerns people have regarding interpersonal 
relations. The fear of alienating someone may 
restrain some individuals from expressing their 
opinions. A third respondent discussed risk- 
taking in the context of overall program de- 
velopment at the site, stating that: "Although 
all the parties (School Board, superintendent, 
teachers' union) openly and repeatedly encour- 
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aged [schools involved in] school-based-man- 
agement/ shared-decision-making to dream 
and take risks (without retribution for fail- 
ures), more creative waiver requests and 
budget utilizations were not pursued until the 
second and third year of the pilot." 



Fear of Losing Power 



sense of self and status. One survey respon- 
dent stated that a major barrier to changing 
traditional authority relationships was con- 
vincing principals and central office staff that 
their positions would not be done away with 
entirely, nor would they be relegated to mere 
"managers of facilities." Another respondent 
asserted that the challenge at his/her site was 
to convince participants that "shared decision 
making can occur without any parties relin- 
quishing their values and responsibilities or 
losing face." 



Resistance to Changing Roles and 
Responsibilities 

A third barrier to changing behavior is par- 
ticipant resistance to changing traditional roles 
and responsibilities. The redistribution of au- 
thority at the school site demands that ad- 
ministrators, teachers, parents, and commu- 
nity members forge different roles and accept 
new responsibilities. Fifty-one percent of re- 
spondents to the SEDL survey reported resis- 
tance among people in the school community 
to accepting change in this area. Four sources 
of resistance were discussed: 

• reluctance to assume new responsi- 
bilities 

• apathy 

• satisfaction with the status quo 

• dependence on norms and role ex- 
pectations 

A majority of respondents who discussed re- 
sistance to changing traditional roles and re- 
sponsibilities observed an unwillingness 
among teachers to assume responsibilities dif- 
ferent from those they traditionally have held. 
Respondents offered a variety of interpreta- 
tions for this reluctance: teachers lack confi- 
dence in their ability to participate, they are 
unwilling or unable to devote the time neces- 
sary to participate, they prefer that adminis- 
trators make the difficult decisions, or they fear 
increased personal accountability. In examin- 
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People in decision-making positions in the 
school and district can experience a fear of 
losing power as they move from a traditional 
hierarchical decision-making model to a 
shared decision-making model. Thirty-eight 
percent of the SEDL survey respondents 
stated that people at their site— particularly 
principals, central office staff, and school 
board members— -had to confront and over- 
come the fear of losing power. School boards 

..."Shared decision making can occur 
without any parties relinquishing their 
values ana responsibilities or losing 
face'." 
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are fearful that school site councils will be- 
come the final decision makers in school mat- 
ters. Building administrators are fearful of 
losing control or "giving away the store." 
Similarly, in discussing central office staff, one 
survey respondent stated that "understand- 
ing that sharing decision making does not re- 
ally disenfranchise Central [office staff] is a 
very difficult concept for some to grasp." 

The fear of losing power was also reported 
among staff and parents who may have built 
bases of informal influence in the school or 
district. One respondent observed that these 
teachers and parents may fear the conse- 
quences of trading the security of an estab- 
lished relationship with a single administra- 
tor for uncertain influence as "one among 
many" on a school council. 

Power is not only an authority or control is- 
sue. It also encompasses some individuals' 
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ing this resistance over time, some respon- 
dents observed significant changes. For ex- 
ample, one stated that "over the three-year 
period of this project we noticed that, at first, 
teachers were reluctant to share their ideas, 
but as they became more comfortable with 
their roles they became true leaders." An- 
other noted, "In the beginning, the newly 
empowered decision makers were, in many 
cases, frightened by the responsibility and the 
danger of being held responsible for mistakes. 
Most of these fears have been overcome [since 
that time]." 

Several survey respondents discussed two 
passive sources of resistance: (1) apathy to- 
ward shared decision making and (2) satis- 
faction with the status quo. Each of these be- 
haviors adds weight to any active resistance 
within a school community to changing tra- 
ditional roles and responsibilities. 

Finally, barriers to changing roles and respon- 
sibilities also are found in the deeper, often 
unspoken role expectations of teachers, ad- 
ministrators, and parents. Strong norms exist 
regarding what it means to be and behave in 
each of the established roles. People have a 
broad range of attitudes regarding change in 
traditional roles and these attitudes can pro- 
vide the foundation for overt resistance to for- 
mal changes in responsibilities. More than 
one-third of the respondents who reported 
resistance to changing roles and responsibili- 
ties discussed these normative barriers. SEDL 
survey findings in this aiea are in line with 
the contention by Malen et al. (1989) that "the 
failure to alter orientations and norms inhib- 
its participants from taking on new roles or 
fully participating in site decision making." 

Lack of Trust 

Thirty percent of SEDL survey respon 'ents 
discussed a fourth barrier, lack of trust, that 
is encountered as participants grapple with 
the consequences of changing power and as- 



suming new roles and responsibilities. The 
building of new roles and relationships re- 
quired for shared decision making can un- 
cover the existence of mistrust in every rela- 
tional permutation possible. Survey respon- 
dents most frequently described a perceived 
mistrust of district-level personnel on the part 
of teachers and building administrators. 

Given an atmosphere of mistrust and appre- 
hension, it is not surprising that a few survey 
respondents who discussed this barrier iden- 
tified the need for site participants to air griev- 
ances. One respondent stated that "trivial 
matters stored up over the years from lack of 
input" impeded progress at their site. An- 
other observed that "some decisions previ- 
ously made at district or administrative lev- 
els require major complaining sessions before 
movement can be made." 



Lack of Definition and Clarity 

People must be provided with clear defini- 
tions of a concept or strategy and its opera- 
tional implications in order to engage in suc- 
cessful implementation. Thirty-eight percent 
of the survey respondents stated that certain 
aspects of shared decision making lacked defi- 
nition or clarity in their district. Three areas 
in particular were most frequently discussed: 

• the shared decision-making concept 

• vision and beliefs 

• roles 

Many respondents reported a lack of clear 
definition of the concept itself— indicating that 
there needs to be a common language and a set 
of understandings about shared decision mak- 
ing and its implications in the day-to-day "nor- 
mal way of conducting school business." 

Others stated that their district lacked a clearly 
defined, shared vision of an educational sys- 
tem — a vision that encompasses both desired 
learning outcomes for students and a redefi- 



SEDL 

o 

ERJC 



3 

5 



INSIGHTS 



nition of teaching and administration for fac- 
ulties and principals. 

Finally, a number of respondents reported that 
people experienced difficulty defining the new 
roles, responsibilities and relationships re- 
quired in shared decision making. One sug- 
gested that this may remain a challenge over 
time; successful shared decision making re- 
quires a "constant clarification of each role 
and the individual responsibilities that accom- 
pany decentralization/' 



Conclusion 

Practitioners across the nation who are en- 
gaged in school-based management and 
shared decision making are encountering 
common barriers to changing traditional be- 
havior among the members of their learning 
communities. Fear of taking risks, fear of losing 
jnwer, resistance to changing roles and responsi- 
bilities, lack of trust, and lack of definition and 
clarity are five of eight barriers identified 
through the analysis of Southwest Educational 
Development Laboratory's survey results. The 
April issue of INSIGHTS, Number 19, will dis- 
cuss the other three barriers: inadequate or in- 
appropriate resources, lack of skills, and lack of 
hierarchical support. 
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